Environmental influences on the fetus and neonate--timing, mechanisms of action and effects on subsequent adult function.
Environmental influences on fetal and neonatal development can affect neural, reproductive, immune and cardiovascular function in adult humans and animals. The effects can be exerted at many different stages of development from before conception to after birth. Effects may even be exerted during a preceding generation. Some known and some possible mechanisms are reviewed. Systems likely to be affected include the brain, hypothalamus, pituitary and adrenal glands and the gonads. The effects may be exerted through altered gene expression at any stage of development or through changes in organ structure or physiology.